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Some Reflections on Our Experiences at 
Sun Yat-Sen University Since 1985 
Dr. Robert F. Diffendal, Jr. and Dr. Anne P. Diffendal 
Introduction 
Professor Zhang Ke ( 51EJilf) , Chairman of the Department of Earth Sciences 
at Sun Yat-Sen University, has asked us to write about some of our memories from 
our several visits to Sun Yat-Sen University, as part of the 2014 celebration of the 
90th anniversary of the founding of the university and the creation of the 
department We are very pleased to do so and to include with our written comments 
copies of some photographs that we have taken during these visits. We have gone 
back through our notes , books , tourist maps , photo files and other information that 
we have kept as souvenirs of the wonderful times we have had at the university. 
This review has enhanced our memories of how we came to be originally invited, 
what experiences we had on that first and subsequent visits, and how the university 
has changed in our view in the almost 35 years since we first came here in 1979. 
By way of introduction, Robert goes by the nickname Bob to his friends. He 
holds a PhD degree in geology from the University of Nebraska. Anne holds a PhD 
degree in History from the University of Nebraska. Both of us are now retired. 
Before his retirement Bob held the rank of Professor at the University of Nebraska- -
Lincoln ( UNL) and worked from 1980-2003 in the Nebra8ka Geological Survey, 
a part of the university, as a Research Geologist $tudying, mapping, and reporting 
on many aspects of geology in all parts of the State. Anne's last jobs were 
Executive Director of the Society of American Archivists, the national professional 
G association of archivists, and an historical services consultant. Both of us have long 
records of teaching, research, and publication. 
We think that it might be helpful to briefly recount how we came to be 
interested iQ:-~,hina. As an historian Anne had an interest in world history including 
the long history of Chinese civilization. Bob had some interest from courses in 
world history , rural sociology , and geology that he took as an undergraduate 
student In 1978, just before the normalization of diplomatic relations between 
China and the United States, we read that the President of the University of 
Nebraska System, Dr. Ronald Roskens, was planning a trip to China in early 1979 
to begin to establish exchange programs between our university and Chinese 
universities. He planned to take a select group of 25 others with him. Interested 
persons were invited to apply. We did and received an invitation. Our employers 
at the time (Doane College for Bob and the Nebraska State Historical Society for 
Anne) , gave us permission to make the trip, which took place from 15 February to 
1 March 1979, departing only about six weeks after diplomatic relations had been 
officially resumed between our two countries. During the trip we visited universities 
in Beijing, Nanjing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. Dr. Roskens then and 
subsequently over the next few years made exchange agreements with many Chinese 
universities including Sun Yat-Sen University. Our experiences on the trip were so 
positive that we hoped to be able to return to China if the opportunity arose. As it 
happened, we have returned to China several times since then, many of these trips 
serendipitous and unanticipated. 
Bob was appointed to the University of Nebraska-Lincoln ( UNL) faculty in 
1980. In 1983 he learned from university sources, including his former PhD 
advisor, Professor Al Fagerstrom, that the Geology Department of Sun Yat-Sen 
University was seeking two exchange professors from UNL to lecture on 
sedimentology and on mineralogy and petrology as part of the University of 
Nebraska/Sun Yat-Sen University exchange program. Bob submitted an application, 
including a proposal for Anne's participation, to . the University of Nebraska 
administrati~ll· The application was approved at all levels and on 6 June 1984 we 
received an invitation from Vice President Xia Shuzhang ( I~ ti) to lecture at 
Sun Yat-Sen University for two months some time in 1986. Another UNL faculty 
member was invited in 1985. We accepted the invitation and started planning for G 
the exchange, but the other faculty member postponed his visit. In April of 1985, 
we received a letter from Professor Huang Yukun ( Jit 3!. ah) , Chairman of the 
Geology Department, inviting us to give lectures later that year. We agreed and 
proposed that our two-month stay would begin about 20 November and end about 
17 January 1986, to which Professor Huang agreed. We arrived in Guangzhou on 
22 November 1985, made our way to the University and were provided a room in 
the hotel comple~ near the Foreign Office, where we have also stayed on all of our 
subsequent visits. 
Professor Huang Yukun 
We first met Professor HuangYukun ( Jit.3!.ah~~) on the morning of 23 
November 1985. He brought along an interpreter, Ji Xiong ( tf Ht) and two 
postgraduate students, Lu Yi ( Mf i'.ii) and Chen Jiajie ( J* ~ ?.f-) , to help in 
communicating. The meeting went smoothly. We felt that Professor Huang was a 
wonderful man, a feeling that grew stronger with time. 
Over the years Professor Huang led us on many -outstanding field trips 
accompanied by other university faculty and students and hosted us at many 
delicious meals along with his university colleagues and students and with his 
family. Professor Huang was educated in China and the Soviet Union. He was 55 
years old at the time of our first meeting. He spoke some English. He was sent to 
be a cook during the Cultural Revolution, a job he enjoyed and in which he 
excelled. He had personal connections in towns and villages throughout Guangdong 
Province, mostly former students of the Geology Department, but also friends he 
had made over the years. By our later visits he had formed an informal "Friends of 
Food" group with some other retired Geology Department faculty who dined 
" 
together from time to time and with whom we had the pleasure to eat several times. 
We were deeply saddened to learn of his death not too long after our 2003-2004 
visit. We enjoyed all of our meetings- with him, his family, and friends over the 
years. We last saw him on 5 January 2004 at a luncheon with his wife and 
granddaughter, and other fri.ends including Lu Yi ( Mfi'.ii) , Zheng Zhuo ( ~J:j!) , 
G Chen Guoneng ( J*[Nfm), Zeng Lingchu ( ~~:f]J), Li Zhaolin ('"$=:?11:.M) and 
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wife , Zhang Ke ( ~lfiJ) , and Zou Heping ( fj~ *'1.lfl- ) . The meal was excellent 
' 
and the conversations were as enjoyable as always. 
Later Visits to Sun Vat-Sen University 
The serendipitous nature of our later trips is illustrated by the following lucky 
events. After the 1985-1986 visit we had no plans to return to the university even 
though we kept in contact with many of the faculty and students that we had met 
there. Then in 1988 Bob was attending a meeting of the International Geological 
Congress in Washington, D. C. where he accidentally met Professor Li Zhaolin 
( *~t;M) ; then the Chair of the Geology Department. Professor Li told Bob that 
we would have to visit the University again. From that brief conversation a later 
invitation led to our return for two months in 1990-1991. In April 1998 we were 
scheduled to give lectures in Chengdu, Anne at Southwest Jiaotong University and 
Bob at the Chengdu Institute of Technology. Bob told some of our Chinese friends 
about this trip , and they insisted that we visit them in Guangzhou after we left 
Chengdu. We accepted that kind offer. In 1999 Professor Zhang Ke, who was 
evaluating sites in Guangdong Province, invited Bob to accompany him for a month 
and to off er interpretations o{, the geology of the features they were seeing. Bob 
accepted. In 2003 we were invited back to campus to lecture for two months. 
Since 1985 Bob has been to Sun Yat-Sen University six times (for a total of 
about eight and one-half months) , and Anne five times ( for seven and one-half 
months) . Every trip has been memorable, and every one. filled with interactions 
with wonderful people and with travels to beautiful places both in Guangzhou and 
across the province. All of our experiences with people in other units of the 
university have also been very positive , including the staff of the External or 
Foreign Affairs Office of the University. 
The Transformation of Sun Vat-Sen University Since 1985 
The changes sirice our first visit to China in 1979 are truly remarkable. In 
1979, even in Guangzhou there were few vehicles on the roads. Most people 8 
• 
walked, rode bicycles or took buses from one place to another. Most adults were 
dressed in navy blue clothes with some in grey or dark green. Only babies and 
small children wore colorful clothing. Foreign Exchange Certificates ( FEC) were 
issued as convertible currency to visitors. By 1985 taxis were available, there were 
more cars on the streets , and adults were generally wearing more colorful clothing. 
More and better consumer goods filled the stores. The FECs were still In -use. 
We think that the changes to the gates of Sun Yat-Sen University over the 
years epitomize the changes to the university as a whole. When we arrived on 
campus in November of 1985 there were four gates: the main South Gate, an East 
and a West Gate, and a decrepit North Gate. The South, East, and West Gates 
fronted on Xingang Road. The North Gate, the main gate to the University before 
Liberation , had been deemphasized; and the South Gate had become the principal 
gate of the University. 
From 4 to 8 January 1986, we toured Guilin. To our surprise when we 
returned to campus, the South Gate was being torn down to make way for a new, 
more impressive one. This gate still stands, mostly unchanged, except that now 
traffic control is located north of the entrance , inside of the campus instead of at 
the gate. In 1985 the North Gate faced a pile of rubble with an unpaved trail 
leading from the gate to a landing where people could take a ferry across the river 
to Beijing Road. The ferry ride then cost 8 fen! By 2003 the old North Gate had 
been replaced by a beautiful new one fronting on a magnificent pedestrian arcade 
along the river. 
In 1985 the Geology Department was housed in a building directly north of the 
Geography building in the Northwest District, but ground had been broken and 
construction begun on a new building nearer to the North Gate in the Northeast 
District. A new radiocarbon dating laboratory was being developed for department 
and university use at the Northwest site. The new bw1ding was first occupied in 
1988. In 1985 the Geology Department was authorized to award Master's degrees 
and was applying to offer the PhD. The PhD was authorized for students in 
miner8logy, lithology, and mineral deposits in 1999. 
In 1985 most of the campus buildings were low-rise structures of two-to-four 
stories. The library building was comparatively new, there were new computer 
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facilities, and other construction was completed or underway. Students and faculty 
were excited by the positive changes and seemed to have good outlooks on the 
future;' 1 
In 1985 the University was working on needed improvements to the 
infrastructure. One particular problem for us in 1985-1986 were the frequent, 
unannounced power outages across parts or all of the campus, some for as long as a 
day. We sympathized with the plight of faculty , staff, and students whose 
computers crashed and laboratory experiments ended when these outages occurred. 
Bob's lectures were generally based on slide photographs. A time or two he had to 
improvise lectures when the power was out. Since then we have experienced only 
one outage for a few hours at our hotel on our 2013 visit. 
What other changes have occurred? There was one canipus in 1985. By 2013 
there were four, three in <{uangzhou and one in Zhuhai. All of our students 
attended classes on one campus in 1985. By our 2003 visit freshman and 
sophomores lived and attended classes at the Zhuhai campus. In 1985 there were 
no cell phones, no web, and no e-mail. Telex and land-line telephones were the 
fastest ways for the foreign faculty to communicate with their families back home. 
There were few cars on campus, almost all of them owned by the university. There 
were several open-air food markets on campus, and chickens wandered freely 
about. The south side ~f Xingang Road across from the South Gate was a major city 
bus terminal with only a narrow lane going south from the station. Now cell phones 
are ubiquitous, cars are everywhere, the open markets and livestock are gone, and 
living conditions for the faculty , staff, and students have improved. Restaurants 
are better. Compare the campus map and brochures from 1985 with later ones to 
see just how much the campus has been transformed. It's amazing. 
The Diffendal Prize and the Diffendal Foundation 
On all of our visits, we were given money for food and other expenses. 
Spending frugally on our first visit in 1985, we had 900 yuan (RMB) remaining as 
the end of our stay approached. Because this money had come from the Geology 
Department, . we wanted to return it in the form of a gift. We asked Professor G 
Huang Yukun ( jt Ji 1£ ) and others what the Department needed that we could 
purchase. After considerable discussion, Lu Yi ( Jrmit), a post-graduate student 
who had been a guide and interpreter for us, suggested establishing a prize to 
encourage and reward students' efforts. While' applying to universities in the United 
States to pursue studies for his PhD, he had noticed that such awards were' quite 
common. Professor Huang liked this idea. And so, we hand-wrote a letter saying 
that the money should be put in a bank and every year thereafter the interest on 
this money be used to give a cash prize to the student -in .the department who had 
done the best work in geology during the past year. In essence we created an 
endowed fund like those at universities in the West We stipulated that if the idea 
did not work the department could put the money to other uses. At the suggestion 
of Professor Xia Fa ( I 7!) and Lu Yi ( Jrm it) , the award was named the 
Diffendal Prize. 
We added 100 yuan to bring the original amount of the prize fund to 1000. 
After we returned home Bob talked about the prize with Tom and Carolyn Wells, a 
cattle-ranching family he knew in western Nebraska. They thought that this was 
such a good idea that they sent Bob $ 1000 (then approximately 8000 yuan) to 
add to the prize; in 1991 they contributed an additional $ 1000. Over the years, 
fund-raising from alumni of the Department and former prize winners has increased 
the fund's principal. We have made additional contributions. Bob's sister and 
Anne's brother have also donated. 
By 1988 the interest on the account had grown enough so that the department 
could award one prize, that to a post-graduate student, Zhang Ke (jlfjUJ). Over 
the years since then the number of prizes awarded annually has increased to four, 
three to undergraduates and one to a post graduate. Through 2013 about 81 
students ·have received prizes. On our 1998 visit we personally signed mofe than 
125 prize certificates for future prize recipients. They were still being used at our 
last visit in 2013. Every year Bob has sent personal letters to each of the winners 
of a prize. 
By 2005 the prize fund had grown, and the University administration had 
decided that the funds needed to be kept in the University Financial Department, a 
e good idea. The University asked for a letter outlining our original intentions for the 
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use of the money , and we responded with a letter that was duly transferred to the 
Financial Department by Professor Zhang Ke ( 5-JE JiiJ ) . In November 2005 
Professor Zhang Ke ( 5*Jii.J) sent us a draft statement on the creation· of a Diffendal 
Prize Foundation at Sun Yat-Sen University. Revisions went back and forth 
between us and various Geology Department faculty and alumni. The final revisions 
to the initial bylaws of the Diffendal Foundation Board were made on 5 January 
2006. We received copies in Chinese and English of the bylaws and of our 
appointments as pennanent members of the Board: Meetings of the Board have 
been held from time to time since then. While we have only attended the 
November 2013 meeting in person, we have been kept apprised of the actions of 
the Board since then. We hope that the prize fund continues to grow in the future 
and that it wiJl continue to help outstanding geology students in their educations 
and careers in geology in China. 
Out Friends in the Geology Department and Others 
In 1985 we made friends with Professors Huang Yukun (ft .:E Ee), Zou 
Heping ( §~ ~.ljl-) , Xia Fa ( JU!) , Qiu Yuanxi (lift.) , Chen Binghui ( ~ 
:tW•) , Zeng Lingchu ( ~~tu) , Ji Xiong ( ~-) , Chen Guoneng ( ~ 00 ~) 
and postgraduate students Lu Yi ( Mfi'i{) , Chen Jiajie · ( ~*~) , and Zhang Ke 
( 5*Jii.J) in the Geology Department; i:ind Mr. , now Dr. , Xu Guangqiu ( ilfj{;fk) 
of the History Department. Subsequently we have met many other people and made 
friends or renewed friendships with Professors Li Zhaolin ( :$ ~ll M ) , Chen 
Guoneng ( ~ 00 ~~) , Zheng zhuo ( ~Jj[) , He Junguo ( fiiJ ~ 00 ) , and others. 
We have had many fine times with them during our trips to the university. We have 
had some of them visit us in Nebraska over the years. Lu Yi ( Mfi'i{) , Chen Jiajie 
(~*~),Dr. Ji Xiong (~it), and Professors Qiu Yuanxi (lift.), Chen 
Guoneng ( ~ 00 ~ ) , and Zhang Ke ( 5fE JiiJ ) have visited our home and 
university. 
Our Lectures While Attached to Sun Yat-Sen University 
Bob has lectured in Guangzhou and in Zhuhai ,'mostly on geological topics but 
also on the U. S. educational system in general and the U.S. university and 
college system. He also lectured at the Guangdong Geological Society and the 
South China Sea Institute of Oceanology. Anne has given lectures on topics related 
to American history and culture and conducted English conversation classes on both 
campuses for students and faculty. She has lectured campus-wide and in the 
History Department, the Guangzhou English Language Center ( GELC ) , the 
Foreign Languages Department, and to the University Library Staff and graduate 
students in archival studies and library science, as well as to the staff of the 
Guangdong Provincial Archives Bureau. 
Honor Given to Bob 
On 4 May 1998 Bob was awarded the title of Sun Yat-Sen University Honorary 
Visiting Professor attached to the Geology Department by a University Administrator 
and Professor Chen Guoneng ( ~ 00 ~) , Chair of the department. At that time he 
was one of only 14 non-Sun Yat-Sen University faculty attached to the department 
and the only non-Chinese in both the department and the College of Earth and 
Environmental Sciences. This was a great honor and is still greatly appreciated. 
Congratulations 
We offer congratulations to the University and to the Departme~t on this 
occasion, and best wishes for a wonderful anniversary celebration. May the 
upcomin~ decades be as fruitful as the most recent ones have been. 
